Dispenser meeting
The first event in each market is an organizational meeting to which all local dispensing professionals-audiologists and hearing instrument specialists alike-are invited. Sixteen hearing professionals attended the first session, December 12 in Orlando, and the turnout has increased at each meeting since then. Among the keys to attracting participants, BHI has learned, is to identify advocates in the local dispensing community to recruit colleagues.
At the organizational meeting, the PRDP is presented to dispensers. The commitment criteria are explained, networking skills are emphasized, and sample physician materials are distributed. What dispensers must do to meet the expectations of referring physicians is stressed, including submitting timely and professional patient reports, satisfying the patients who are referred to them, and maintaining consistent communication with physicians. Those dispensers who decide to enroll in the program-and thus far, said Olive, everyone who has attended the meetings has signed up-are asked to select from a list of local PCPs the ones they want to contact.
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Olive noted that in the various test markets additional dispensers have joined the effort after the organizational meeting. For example, in Phoenix where 35 practitioners attended the session on January 25, more than 50 dispensers are participating.
Physician meetings
BHI then invites physicians in each market to dinner meetings featuring a keynote address by a prominent physician specialist. At the meetings, which are also attended by the participating hearing professionals, the referral program is explained and essential information about hearing loss and hearing care is presented. This includes summaries of the National Council on the Aging study on the consequences of untreated hearing loss and of the VA/NIDCD report in the Journal of the American Medical Association on the effectiveness of hearing aids, as well as information on technologic advances in hearing aids and on the professional capabilities of the hearing professionals involved in the program.
The PCPs also receive a package of materials, including posters for their office urging patients to talk to their doctor about hearing loss, FAQ (frequently asked questions) cards, "What To Expect" forms spelling out the commitment made by hearing professionals in the BHI referral program, and a supply of patient-referral forms.
Olive concludes the program with a direct request to physicians to make referrals to hearing professionals.
Thus far, PCPs have responded well to the program. Forty-five attended the first meetings in Orlando, and larger turnouts are expected in Austin and Phoenix. Olive was especially encouraged when the Orlando Medical Society asked BHI to provide a speaker for the first in a series of quarterly meetings. Now, BHI routinely asks for support from the local medical society and generally gets a favorable response, because, said Olive, "we have a strong message to deliver."
Outreach
In each test market, local media are contacted and encouraged to do stories on hearing loss and hearing care. In Orlando, that led to two radio interviews with Olive, one of which was sent to more than 50 member stations in the Florida Radio Network. In addition, two Orlando television stations plan to provide coverage in conjunction with the Medical Society meeting in April.
Along with generating media coverage, the program seeks to reach consumers by contacting local AARP chapters and senior organizations and by placing posters in high-traffic locations.
Follow-up
Olive emphasized that the program "is not a one-time shot," and that the followup will be a major component of the program. To that end, BHI sends weekly faxes to participating dispensers updating them on the PRDP.
However, he added, the ultimate success of the program will depend on the ability of participating dispensers to meet the expectations of the physicians who refer patients to them. Hearing professionals will need to Vinton Cerf, PhD, the engineer whose vision of a worldwide network of computers helped bring about the Internet, shared with HIA members his insights on how the Internet and other advanced technologies will change the future. Cerf, widely hailed as one of the "fathers of the Internet," co-invented the Internet protocol called TCP/IP in 1973 while working at the Department of Defense Advanced Research Institute. He is now senior vice-president at MCI WorldCom.
Before launching into his main topic, Cerf expressed his gratitude to the hearing industry, noting that he is himself "hearing-repaired," thanks to the series of ever-improving hearing aids he has worn since age 13. Moreover, he said, it was his hearing aid dispenser who introduced him to his wife, who had been deaf since she was 3.
ENORMOUS POTENTIAL
Cerf, who likened the Internet to "a tidal wave," noted that, although it was "a research activity" for 17 years and has been "a commercial activity" for only a decade, the Internet had over 400 million users as of January 2001, and the number is growing 80% a year. By 2010, he predicted, half the world's population, or 3 billion people, will be on line.
Growing right along with the number of users, he said, are the ways that Internet technology is applied. In time, there will be billions of Internet-enabled (IE) devices.
Cerf went on to preview some significant technologic advances to come. Although they sound like science fiction, they are "quite do-able," he said. Among his predictions:
❖ "Within 10 years, you can have a processor in a hearing aid that can translate German into English."
❖ "People with disabilities may become people with superabilities as a byproduct of technology." ❖ Just as cochlear implants now send signals to the brain for those with non-functioning cochleas, the Internet guru envisions retinal implants that will send visual signals to enable the blind to see. Similarly, before very long, spinal implants may emulate motor neuron signals and repair spinal breaks.
Currently, Cerf is involved in the development of an interplanetary Internet, which will link up the many devices that are sent into space. Fantastic as this and other advances may sound, he said what's involved is "just plain engineering." He concluded, "We can do it and we will do it."
Vinton Cerf gives the keynote address at HIA's 2001 annual meeting

INTERNET DEVELOPER PREDICTS 3 BILLION ON LINE BY 2010
maintain contact with the PCPs and their staff and encourage referrals. In addition, they must acknowledge referrals and report back to the PCP using the patient-evaluation form developed for the program.
MEASUREMENT
In addressing HIA, Olive noted repeatedly that a vital part of the physician-referral program is measuring its results. Participating dispensers will report to BHI on the number of patients referred by PCPs, the number of hearing aid evaluations performed on those patients, and the number of hearing aids sold.
At the time of the HIA meeting, it was still too soon to begin evaluating the results of the pilot program. However, the BHI director said, results in each test market will start being measured and reported 90 days after the initial dispenser meeting.
In the meantime, the BHI physicianreferral program is moving full speed ahead. Olive said that 11 more target markets for 2001 will be selected by the end of March, and he urged hearing professionals to get involved when the program comes to their community.
OTHER GUEST SPEAKERS
Olive was one of several guest speakers at HIA's annual meeting. The keynote speaker was Vinton Cerf, PhD, known as "the father of the Internet" (see sidebar). Among those also addressing HIA were representatives of its trans-Atlantic counterpart organization, the European Hearing Instrument Manufacturers Association (EHIMA).
The view from Europe
Anne-Marie Wolters, executive secretary of EHIMA, noted that her group and HIA have many common interests.
Wolters also reported that EHIMA commissioned a study, similar to the HIAfunded survey by the National Council on the Aging, measuring the effects of hearing loss on quality of life. To publicize the results, which make a strong case for the value of hearing aids, EHIMA initiated the creation of Hear-it AISBL, a non-profit organization that has established several separate web sites with different target groups.
Wolters then introduced Kim Ruberg, secretary general of Hear-it, who gave a detailed presentation on the sites, whose overall goal is to increase knowledge of hearing loss and the benefits of hearing care.
Insights on FDA
Larry Spears, acting director of the Food and Drug Administration's office of compliance for medical devices, discussed the work of his office, whose responsibilities include enforcing federal laws and regulations regarding hearing aids. Spears said that as Class I medical devices, hearing aids may be subject to less scrutiny than Class 2 or 3 devices, which carry greater risk. On the other hand, he said, since hearing aids are "restricted devices," the only Class 1 devices so categorized, FDA pays extra attention to "labeling" of hearing aids, a term that includes all advertising and other marketing, including web sites.
Professional leaders speak
In a new feature this year, HIA heard from the leaders of the four largest organizations of non-medical hearing professionals: Robert Manning, AuD, president of the Academy of Dispensing Audiologists; David Fabry, PhD, president of the American Academy of Audiology; Vic Gladstone, PhD, the American Speech-LanguageHearing Association's chief staff officer for audiology; and Scott Austin, BC-HIS, president of the International Hearing Society.
